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Presentation

Leonardo’s Last Supper, the masterpiece that forever changed the way of painting and imagining a religious episode. History has unfortunately left us with only a faint memory of what it was. With modern techniques of three-dimensional reconstruction, the use of artificial intelligence and a new digital restoration work, it is now possible to experience in the refectory of Santa Maria delle Grazie a virtual experience that can give us an idea of the masterpiece as it was in Leonardo’s time and which the Milanese were lucky enough to see for the first time in 1498. Leonardo was, with his studies, the forerunner of modern virtual reality technologies. His perspective layout and 360-degree paintings aimed to “trick” visitors who, for the first time, found themselves immersed in another time and place: a magnificent and glorious virtual reality.
Leonardo da Vinci. The Last Supper 3D – Virtual reconstruction of a lost and rediscovered masterpiece

INDEX

Introduction Introduction
The Last Supper
Santa Maria delle Grazie
What we are left with
Witnessing the deterioration
A lost masterpiece
Back in time
Every morning at an early hour
A peek at the painting
Digital restoration
A hidden bell tower
Virtual reconstruction
Double perspective
The Virtual Supper is served
Nails and ropes
Using shadows
Leonardo’s shadow
Leonardo or Jesus?
Architectural relief
A treatise on perspective
Imperfect deception
Correcting Leonardo
The script
The protagonists
Process of composition
Early studies
Chronology of composition
Process of reconstruction
1 Bartholomew
2 James the Lesser
3 Andrew
4 Judas
5 Peter
6 John
7 Jesus
8 Thomas
9 James the Greater
10 Philip
11 Matthew
12 Judas Thaddeus
13 Simon Zealot
The tablecloth
Cups and salt shakers
A table set
Around the table
A detail that deceives
From the opposite side
The perspective chamber
The Last Supper VR
What’s missing
Historical characters
Bibliography
Useful links


Introduction

Summer 2022, I am in Santa Maria delle Grazie in Milan, put on my virtual helmet and start the program with the new virtual reconstruction of the Last Supper in high definition. It is exciting to be in the place where Leonardo painted this majestic and important work. After twenty years, I realize a technological “dream” and travel through time and space finding myself in Leonardo’s time with the work as it was in his time, in an atmosphere
magical and surprising.
One of the first people I had try out the software was the director of the Cenacolo itself, Dr. Silvia Zanzani. I thank her for giving me the opportunity to “listen” to the Cenacle from life, in silence. I knew it by heart after studying it for decades, and there in Santa Maria delle Grazie I even tried to relive it, as in a time machine, as it was in 1498 thanks to immersive virtual reality. An experience I call “Perceptual Space Virtual Reality.” The space my body was in was exactly the same virtually simulated. This exciting experience, unique and difficult to replicate, was particularly impressive because I could also “feel” the Upper Room for the first time, in silence.


What leaves one bewildered and excited about being in the refectory at Santa Maria delle Grazie is the fact that one perceives the large space in which the work is present. The painting itself is one that everyone knows, it can even be admired in books and reproductions, but what is impossible to do, except in the real place, is to perceive the space around us by hearing. Voices, sounds and even footsteps have a special echo that makes us perceive the space and its size. I tried to reproduce the same feeling in the virtual space audio in the software I made with UNREAL Engine 5, the same software with which all video games and new special effects found in Hollywood movies are made.
Although the virtual sounds can be calculated and reproduce the same echo as the real room, I found that the sounds of my footsteps and breathing were missing. Unbelievable but true, in the refectory room, alone, I could close my eyes as I walked toward the masterpiece, I perceived the grandeur and power of the work with the addition of an unusual and yet fundamental sense.

The history of research on the VR Last Supper starts in 1999, the year of my graduation in Industrial Design at the Politecnico di Milano, with a multimedia and museum thesis precisely on Leonardo da Vinci. Since then I have always been involved with Leonardo and his machines until I created, in 2021, the Da Vinci ACADEMY (www.davinciacademy.
net) whose purpose is the dissemination and use of all modern technological means for the understanding of history and for a new Digital Renaissance. I have presented new research at conferences in Milan and San Francisco. For this new work on the Last Supper I have also used Artificial Intelligence, creating for the first time diffusion models with the artistic “fingerprints” of Leonardo himself, the Davinci.A.I.©, for a reconstruction that is also scientifically correct and not tied to a particular personal style. Leonardo, my reference, will never cease to surprise us and, as he taught us, we must be our own experimenters with new technologies, even risking mistakes but never giving up. Only by using and mastering technology will we be able to improve the world with art and history as guides for a humanity that will otherwise be dominated by technology.
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